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Abstract	
Increasingly,	 sports	 and	 fitness	 brands	 are	 using	 a	 variety	 of	 social	media	 platforms.	




perception	of	 body	 imagery.	Hence,	 this	 paper	will	 develop	understanding	of	 fitness	
brands’	social	media	activities	by	investigating	the	impact	of	Instagram	upon	the	self-
esteem	of	young	women.	Nascent	literature	has	examined	influence	upon	self-esteem	
among	 women	 throughout	 a	 variety	 of	 advertising	 mediums,	 however,	 none	 have	
explored	 the	 connection	 between	 self-esteem	 and	 social	 media.	 Accordingly,	 semi-
structured	interviews	with	female	sports	enthusiasts	are	proposed	to	uncover	opinions	
and	 perceptions	 relating	 to	 their	 use	 of	 Instagram.	 Initial	 findings	 reveal	 a	 strong	













popular	 with	 younger	 women	 aged	 between	 16	 and	 24	 (Moth,	 2015).	 According	 to	






its	 ability	 to	 distort	 the	 story	 the	 photo	 is	 telling	 (Bevan,	 2012).	 Arguably,	 this	
manipulation	alters	young	women’s	perspective	of	reality,	especially	when	they	spend	
up	27	hours	 per	week	online,	 14%	of	which	 is	 on	 Instagram	 (Ofcom,	 2015).	 Equally,	
Instagram	is	renowned	for	extremely	high	levels	of	engagement	amongst	users	when	
compared	 to	 other	 social	 platforms,	 such	 as	 Twitter	 (Moth,	 2015).	 According	 to	







women.	 This	 is	 further	 compounded	 by	women’s	mainstream	media,	which	 informs	
readers	about	“inspiring	fitness	girls	to	follow	on	Instagram”	(Fisher,	2015).	Conversely,	
Elle	magazine	 has	 explored	 women’s	 feelings	 about	 being	 bombarded	 with	 perfect,	




Hence,	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 understand	 how	 this	 trend	 is	 affecting	 consumers,	 and	 in	
particular	young	women.	To	this	effect,	this	study	explored	‘fitspiration’	imagery	posted	
by	 fitness	 brands	 on	 Instagram,	 and	 its	 effects	 upon	 young	 females.	 Specifically,	we	
sought	 to	 uncover	 whether	 through	 this	 imagery,	 young	 women	 experience	 a	




in	gym	wear	and	 swimwear	daily,	 all	displaying	highly	 toned	 figures.	As	 this	paper	 is	
exploring	imagery	in	a	marketing	context,	it	is	important	to	understand	that	this	is	not	a	




self-esteem	 (Vogel	 et	 al.,	 2014;	 Kende	 et	 al.,	 2015).	 However,	 empirical	 studies	 of	
Instagram	are	limited	to	date.		










consumption	 in	 today’s	 society,	 with	 young	 people	 spending	 vast	 amounts	 of	 time	
online.	 Windahl	 et	 al.(1992)	 found	 regular	 television	 viewers	 viewed	 the	 world	
differently	to	those	who	do	not	watch	television	as	extensively.	While	no	work	to	date	
has	 directly	 addressed	 the	 relevance	 of	 Cultivation	 Theory	 in	 a	 social	 media	
environment,	Morgan	and	Shanahan	(2010)	argue	it	is	more	applicable	today	than	ever	
before.	This	study	aims	to	extend	this	theme	in	a	modern	social	media	environment,	










and	 Katz	 (1954)	 found	 that	 humans	 will	 evaluate	 themselves	 by	 comparison	 with	
another.	In	particular,	Bessenoff	(2006)	found	people	who	have	body	dissatisfaction	or	






susceptible	 to	 change	 as	 self-esteem	 is	 based	 on	 how	we	 feel	 (Carlock,	 1999).	 Self-
esteem	is	developed	by:	“the	people	who	surround	you,	the	groups	and	organisations	to	
which	you	belong,	the	subcultures	with	which	you	identify,	and	world	events”	(Carlock,	
1999:	 145).	 Furthermore,	work	by	Maiz-Arevalo	 and	Garcia-Gomez’s	 (2013)	 suggests	
that	social	media	is	one	of	the	elements	which	people	may	base	their	self-esteem	on.	
They	explored	compliments	and	conversations	on	social	media	and	their	effect	on	users.	




Furthering	 our	 knowledge	 of	 self-esteem	 is	 the	 theoretical	 area	 self-discrepancy,	 a	








of	 theoretical	 standpoints	 exist	 from	which	 to	 investigate	 the	 impact	of	 ‘fitspiration’	
imagery	upon	the	self-esteem	and	notions	of	body	image	among	young	women	today.		
3. Research	Method
The	nature	 of	 the	 research	 objectives	 lend	 themselves	 to	 qualitative	 interviews	 that	
study	 interviewees’	 perceptions	 as	 well	 as	 the	 observable	 reality.	 Initially,	 a	 short,	
structured	 interview	 was	 conducted	 to	 ascertain	 that	 interviewees	 actually	 used	
Instagram	and	were	aware	of	 the	 ‘fitspiration’	 trend,	prior	 to	 their	participation	 in	a	
semi-structured	 interview.	 Additionally,	 a	 repertory	 grid	 technique	 based	 on	 Kelly's	
(1955)	 personal	 construct	 theory	 was	 proposed	 to	 elicit	 further	 data	 from	 the	
interviewee.	The	repertory	grid	technique	was	used	to	explore	the	participants’	personal	
constructs	with	regards	to	the	positive	or	negative	effects	of	 ‘fitspiration’	 imagery	on	
Instagram.	 Individual	 questions	 within	 the	 semi-structured	 interviews	 were	 based	
around	how	much	time	the	 interviewees	spent	on	Instagram,	how	real	they	believed	
















accounts	 is	 consistent	with	 the	 initial	 findings	 of	 earlier	work	 supporting	 Cultivation	
Theory	(Gerbner	and	Gross,	1976;	Bryant	and	Zillmann,	1986),	whereby	a	high	degree	of	
media	consumption	was	found	with	participants,	yet	their	perception	of	reality	of	the	
imagery	 perceived	 through	 programming	 was	 observed.	 Furthermore,	 analysis	 of	
findings	 also	 reveals	 a	 range	of	 perceptions	 around	 the	 artificial	 nature	 of	 contrived	
imagery	of	athletic	women	on	Instagram,	namely:	Optimistic	(3	participants),	Pragmatic	
(3	participants)	and	Realist	(6	participants).		
The	 Optimist	 view	 refers	 to	 the	 participant	 views	 which	 celebrated	 the	 positive	
outcomes	of	 the	 fitspiration	 accounts,	 citing	 the	benefit	 of	motivations	 to	 get	 fitter,	








Whereas,	 a	 Pragmatist	 view	 of	 ‘fitspiration’	 was	 also	 observed,	 alluding	 to	 the	 false	




not	 achievable,	 it	 doesn’t	 affect	 me	 because,	 that	 wouldn’t	 be	 me.	 I’m	 not	 too	
bothered.’(P5).	 On	 the	 other	 hand	 P10,	 in	 their	 Pragmatist	 view	 went	 as	 far	 as	
normalising	the	false	nature	of	the	‘fitspiration’	accounts	by	only	viewing	video	content	
on	the	accounts	as	she:	‘prefers	looking	at	the	videos	because	it’s	a	lot	harder	to	edit	
them’	 (P10).	 Furthermore,	 a	 cautionary	 tone	emerged	 from	another	 Pragmatist	who	
claimed:	‘it’s	a	bit	fake	sometimes	and	I	think	it’s	giving	girls	the	wrong	impression.’(P12)	
Finally,	the	majority	of	interviewees	adopted	a	Realist	viewpoint	when	discussing	their	







with	hip	 curves	or	hourglass;	none	of	 them	are	hourglass	 they’re	all	 straight	down.	 I	
mean,	I	would	love	to	have	a	body	like	that	but	I	also	prefer	curves’	which	suggests	the	








how	she	manages	 the	 Instagram	account	 for	her	younger	 sister	as	 she	believed:	 ‘it’s	
unhealthy	at	that	age	to	be	constantly	bombarded	with	(fitspiration)	images	like	these,	
I	 know	obviously	we	 are	 older	 but	 to	 a	 12	 year	 old	 girl,	 she	 doesn’t	 need	 that.’	The	
maturity	to	P10’s	actions	in	moderating	another’s	behaviour,	while	also	engaging	with	
the	same	social	media	suggests	a	realisation	of	the	dangers	of	the	concept,	while	also	
adopting	 the	 same	 behaviours.	 This	 level	 of	 sophistication	 in	 terms	 of	 social	 media	
adoption	 is	 also	 reflected	 by	 P9,	 who	 described	 how	 social	 media	 can	 also	 have	
significant	dangers	 for	 young	women.	 ‘I	 think	everything	 is	 emphasized	now	 through	
social	media,	in	the	olden	days	you	wouldn’t	be	that	bullied	if	you	were	fat	because	there	



























In	 summary,	millennial	 generation	 fitness	enthusiasts	were	observed	 to	engage	with
‘fitspiration’	on	a	daily,	and	hourly	basis	for	a	variety	of	motivations.	Their	perception	of
the	 reality	 of	 this	 concept,	 and	 the	 impact	 upon	 their	 self-esteem	 are	 the	 two	 key
outcomes	 of	 this	 study.	 Cultivation	 Theory	 (REF)	 considers	 alterations	 to	 persons
perceptions	of	reality,	as	cultivated	by	the	media	imagery	they	consume.	In	this	manner,
participants	 within	 this	 study	 admitted	 looking	 at	 ‘fitspiration’	 images	 altered	 their
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